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Smoking, social class, and gender: what can public health
learn from the tobacco industry about disparities in smoking?
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Objective: To discover how the tobacco industry considers social class and gender in its efforts to market
cigarettes in the USA, particularly to socially disadvantaged young women.
Methods: A systematic on-line search of tobacco industry documents using selected keywords was
conducted, and epidemiological data on smoking rates reviewed.
Results: The two largest cigarette manufacturers in the USA consider ‘‘working class’’ young adults to be a
critical market segment to promote growth of key brands. Through their own market research, these
companies discovered that socially disadvantaged young women do not necessarily desire a ‘‘feminine’’
cigarette brand.
Conclusions: Considering the tobacco industry’s efforts, alongside the persistent and growing disparities in
cigarette smoking by social class, and the narrowing of differences in smoking by gender, it is concluded
that additional tobacco control resources ought to be directed toward working class women.

C
igarette smoking follows a social class gradient in the
USA and most developed countries. Beginning in
youth, smoking initiation is positively correlated with

being from a low income household and performing poorly in
school.1–3 In the USA, among the high school class of 1999,
12th graders with no plans to attend a four year college were
1.45 times more likely to smoke than their peers who planned
to complete a four year degree.4 Among adults, prevalence of
cigarette smoking is associated with lower educational
attainment,5–8 working class occupations,8–10 and lower
income levels.7 8 11 Thus, cigarette smoking is clearly asso-
ciated with social disadvantage as defined by educational
attainment, income, and occupational class. Cigarette smok-
ing is the health behaviour that has the single largest impact
on health inequalities.11

We sought to explore whether and how the tobacco
industry considers social class and gender in its efforts to
market cigarettes in the USA. More specifically, we focused
on the industry’s efforts to reach a critical target market—
socially disadvantaged young adult females. For tobacco
companies, recruiting young adults is of tremendous strategic
importance, because most smokers stay with the brand they
first use regularly. The industry even has a loosely-based
acronym for young adults—FUBYAS—referring to younger
adults who are choosing their first usual brand.12 There have
been recent reports that the tobacco industry recognises
young adulthood as an important transition time and that it
executes a range of marketing strategies to attract this
demographic group.13 14 Among young adults, a focus on
women is important, because the prevalence of smoking
among women has been declining more slowly than among
men, significantly narrowing the gender gap in recent
decades.15 In 2000, the prevalence of smoking among women
was 24%, compared to 28% among men.8

We conducted a study to understand better the importance
of working class young adults, particularly women, as a
market for the tobacco industry, and how the industry
profiles and market to them. We gathered and analysed
internal tobacco industry documents made publicly available

through legal actions against the industry. We discuss
implications of these findings for tobacco control efforts.

METHODS
We searched internal company documents of the RJ Reynolds
(RJR) and Philip Morris (PM) tobacco companies. These
companies were chosen for two reasons. They are the largest
US cigarette manufacturers, and thus their actions related to
target marketing exert great influence on tobacco market and
consumption patterns. Further, RJR’s documents are a
particularly rich source of industry information on target
marketing to working class young adult women, because the
company has spent the last few decades conducting research
and devising strategies to compete with PM’s Marlboro
brand, which sells very well among this population segment.
In 1999, 56.6% of women smokers aged 18–25 years, and
55.6% of girls aged 12–17 years, reported that the brand they
used most often in the past month was Marlboro.15 The
majority of male adolescent and adult male smokers also
smoke Marlboro.16 17 Older women are less likely to smoke
Marlboro.15 So called ‘‘women’s brands’’, such as Capri and
Virginia Slims, however, account for only 5–10% of the
cigarette market, with the vast majority female smokers
choosing gender neutral brands such as Marlboro.18

We use widely accepted methods for searching tobacco
industry documents19 20 through the on-line UCSF Tobacco
Documents Library and Tobacco Documents Online. We
conducted an initial search to explore RJR’s and PM’s
documents pertaining to creation of the RJR cigarette brand
Dakota, because this product, though discontinued in 1990,
was intended to appeal to working class young women.15

Dakota’s internal code name was Project VF (virile female),
and we searched this and related terms including virile
segment, less educated, young female, low income, blue
collar, and pink collar. These initial searches returned several
hundred documents, which in turn led to a second tier of

Abbreviations: PM, Philip Morris; RJR, RJ Reynolds; TDO, Tobacco
Documents On-line; YAF, young adult female
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searches to follow document trails of key memos, company
officials, research studies, and strategic marketing and brand
creation plans. All of these documents were initially coded by
one of us (ALS) as ‘‘major’’, ‘‘minor’’, or ‘‘trivial’’ in relation
to our research aim.19 Those deemed major were printed
(n = 135). All of us read the major documents individually
and then discussed and reached consensus on our findings.21

We searched certain key words (Project VF, virile, young
female, YAF (young adult female), blue collar, and pink
collar at Tobacco Documents On-line (TDO). The TDO allows
for full text searching of the documents. No additional
documents were found, leading us to believe that we had
reached theoretical saturation.
We selected and present here documents and direct quotes

that are illustrative of the major themes we identified
through analysis.

RESULTS
Market segmentation studies
RJR and PM defined market segments of current and
potential future smokers by a variety of variables, including
demographic characteristics, product and price preferences,
and attitudes, values, and beliefs. In the early 1980s, RJR
defined six market segments: virile, traditional, coolness,
stylish, moderation/concerned, and savings.22 Of particular
significance to our report is the virile segment, which
contained over half (59.5%) of all male smokers and 40.5%
of female smokers and more young adults than other
segments.12 23 Documents indicate that ‘‘relative to all
smokers, the virile core is younger, more male, less well
educated and includes fewer blacks.’’23 About a third of virile
smokers have an income between $15 000 and $25 000, and
two thirds do not have college degrees.24 The virile core
‘‘believe in fitting in, have less social confidence, are less
health-conscious’’.23 Their image wants revolve around
‘‘macho, rugged, someone who likes to take risks, adventur-
ous, lots of sex appeal’’.23 They are most likely to smoke
Marlboro, Winston, and Camel cigarette brands.23

PM likewise developed market segments, and some of
these are age and gender specific. Similar to RJR’s virile
smoker, PM’s ‘‘maverick’’ female smokers are young adult
women who are ‘‘fiercely independent and like fun and
excitement’’.25 They prefer to socialise with others who are
‘‘adventurous’’, ‘‘not career oriented’’, ‘‘tomboyish’’, and
‘‘rebellious’’.25

Marketing success among ‘‘virile’’ young adults is critical
to these two companies’ sales. A 1986 RJR report on market
share held by their six market segments indicated that the
virile segment showed share-of-market stability since about
1960, despite overall declines in domestic cigarette sales.26 At
that time, of the three major brands comprising the segment
(Marlboro, Winston, and Camel), only Marlboro was show-
ing growth. RJR concluded that Marlboro’s ‘‘…growth has
resulted from a steady influx of Younger Adult Smokers. As a
result of Marlboro’s ability to attract Younger Adult Smokers,
the Virile segment remains an important entry point for these
smokers. In total, the Virile Segment currently accounts for
59.8% of 18–20 year old smokers.’’26

RJR redefined its market in 1990 based on a set of segment
characteristics, including: smokers’ general attitudes; adjec-
tives they use to describe themselves; attitudes about
smoking issues; attitudes about cigarette costs, value, and
brand imagery.27 Within each of these segments, there were
then additional sub-segments—for example, differentiated
on general attitudes. The marketing efforts could thus be
responsive to a particular sub-segment of smokers who share
attitudes, and furthermore, sub-segments could be combined
to yield more refined and narrowly focused characterisation
of market opportunities. Thus, RJR’s segmentation studies

evolved over time, but maintained a strong focus on
characterising the attitudes, wants, and aspirations of
smokers, the majority of whom are working class.

Targeting the young and less educated
RJR documents from the mid 1980s reveal the company’s
desire to compete more effectively with Philip Morris’
Marlboro brand. In a report entitled ‘‘Analysis of the Virile
Segment’’,12 an RJR official presented a detailed analysis of
young adult Marlboro smokers that RJR hoped to recruit:

The loyal Marlboro younger adults can be characterized
as having a ‘working class/ present oriented’ mindset…
and worry about their lives of today. The younger adults
who have switched from the brand have wants and
attitudes reflecting an ‘aspirational/future oriented’ mind-
set… [they] plan for their successful futures… The concept
of a working class/ present oriented mindset is fully
consistent with lowered levels of education. Previous
analyses have shown that our market is much less highly
educated than consumers in general, with the younger
adult smokers becoming much less educated… in the
future, marketing to a working class/present oriented
mindset will be even more important in appealing to
younger adult smokers.12

Noting the significance of capturing the young working
class market, an RJR report entitled ‘‘Younger Adult
Smokers’’ stated: ‘‘The renewal of the market stems almost
entirely from 18 year-old smokers. No more than 5% of
smokers start after age 24.’’28 Among young adult smokers,
the ‘‘less educated, working class smokers are becoming more
important … females will be as important (or more
important) than males’’.28 The report went on to note that
while young adults are becoming more goal oriented than the
previous generation, they are ‘‘not very big goals, however,’’
and stressed that in order to reach this market effectively,
marketing programmes must ‘‘reach them [younger adults]
in their own environment and speak to them in their own
language’’.28 RJR was distressed to note in another report that
its own brand sales account for only 20% of younger adult
smokers, which it considered to be less than its ‘‘fair share’’.26

An RJR report entitled ‘‘Less educated… Today’s trend…
Tomorrow’s market???’’ discussed the growing number of
young adult smokers without college degrees.29 While the
market overall would become more educated owing to the
aging of the very well educated baby bubble (over age 35 at
time of this report), the younger adult market (18–34) would
become less educated. Furthermore, the report cited evidence
indicating that ‘‘since the onset of the anti-smoking
campaigns, people with higher educational aspirations have
been increasingly less likely to smoke’’, and that it would
take about 20 years for this trend to have an impact on the
market as a whole.29

RJR was interested in the effect the less educated smoker
market trend would have on sales of current and future
brands. They concluded: ‘‘brands targeted at younger adults
are marketing to smokers without a college background.
Emphasis should be placed on marketing strategies relevant/
meaningful to this type of smoker.’’29 Underscoring the need
to see marketing to the less educated segment as a core
activity, one not necessarily specific to any one brand, the
report explained:

…the ‘less educated’ smoker does not represent a new
brand opportunity in the traditional sense of a new/
emerging market opportunity. It is not new. It is not unique.
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It is not a ‘niche.’ An opportunity exists for any brand to
develop a more meaningful marketing plan by increased
sensitivity to the educational background of the market as
a whole and their specific target market, and how this in
turn affects lifestyles, attitudes and values.29

Additional reports noting the importance of the working
class young adult smoker market continued into the
1990s.30 31 In a study entitled ‘‘Prime Prospect Study’’, PM
recapitulated data gathered by the US Public Health Service
on prevalence of smoking among 18–34 year olds, those
without a college degree, and those earning less than $30 000
per year.32 A 1994 report prepared for PM advised that the
demographics of the 18–24 year old market of smokers are
white, single, not college educated, disproportionately blue
collar, lower income, and have a downscale lifestyle.33 A year
later, another PM report noted that ‘‘Blue collar smokers will
comprise a larger share of smokers in 1995’’, citing the
growing gap in smoking prevalence between blue collar and
white collar workers observed in government reports on
smoking.34

At RJR, a senior vice president for brand business units
identified the young adult working class group as one of four
key positioning opportunities for the 1990s:

This group is driven by the 18–24 year old
smokers…Today, this contemporary group is not search-
ing for the independent realism of the 60s, but instead, is
looking for an escape from the stressful, hardworking life
of the working class establishment of which they will
become a part. We call this mindset as [sic] irreverent, less
serious approach to life. Irreverent smokers don’t aspire to
be more like upscale, conservative groups. They don’t
want to sit at a desk or wear suits. They work at blue-collar
service jobs and want to leave at quitting time. The point of
the paycheck is evening and weekend fun. They dream of
things like hot cars, Harley’s, winning the lottery or fame
with their own rock band. Their passion is for living for
excitement, feeling, and color.35

Targeting working class young women: the ‘‘viri le
female’’and the ‘‘maverick’’
In considering brands to target working class smokers,
however, women received separate attention from RJR and
PM. In its 1986 strategic plan for new brands, RJR identified
three new initiatives to target younger adult smokers.26 One
of these was project YF (young female), intended to create a
new brand to attract young females aged 18–24 years,
because ‘‘research indicates that these smokers represent a
significant, yet untapped opportunity for RJRT’’.26

In 1988, the effort to target young women was subsumed
under Project Delta, an effort to design brands for all young
adults, including men, women, and African Americans.36

Under Project Delta, Project YF became Project VF (virile
female). In documents related to Project VF, RJR’s intent to
target young adult working class women is evident. They
were specifically concerned about how to lure smokers from
the virile segment’s most popular brand—Marlboro. In an
early memo to the Project VF team, a key project leader
explained that the objective of Project VF was to ‘‘replace
Marlboro as the most relevant brand among younger adult
female smokers’’, and the target was ‘‘18–20 year old virile
female smokers’’.37 The target was comprised of young
women of whom the ‘‘majority [has] no education beyond
high school’’ and are ‘‘primarily blue/ open collar workers’’
and whose ‘‘long-term earning potential…[is] low to middle
income’’. The target market was described as a group that

‘‘respond[s] to the emotional more than the rational; more of
a ‘feeling’ versus ‘thinking’ orientation’’.37

A few years later in 1989, project VF introduced a new
brand to be named ‘‘Dakota’’ (fig 1). The typical Dakota
smoker was described in documents as:

an 18–24 year old female who…primarily exhibits
traditionally ‘masculine’ character traits…independent,
streetwise, somewhat tough, yet approachable… Her
aspirations are very short term in focus… The Dakota
smoker is fairly downscale with a high school education or
less and generally has an ‘unskilled’ job… she will not
smoke a product her boyfriend or male ‘buddies’ find
unacceptable… she is not professionally ambitious.37

Marketing strategies were to include ‘‘high-impact outdoor
advertising’’ and ‘‘field marketing activities’’ that were to be
‘‘low key, relying primarily on programs that blend with the
target’s environment rather than create a new environ-
ment’’.37 Understanding Marlboro’s appeal in this age group
was crucial in Dakota’s development. In creating the brand,
the developers were conscious of the ‘‘Bottom line: is it
something Marlboro might do?’’37

Many of the advertising themes planned for Dakota
mirrored those of Marlboro. PM documents indicate that
the company viewed Dakota as a potential threat to
Marlboro. For example, one document reveals that PM was
devising an intervention trial to test Marlboro’s ability to
compete with Dakota. PM would attempt to disrupt sales of
Dakota in one test market city by boosting their own brands’
promotions, while not intervening in another ‘‘control’’ test
market city.38 The objective was to see if Marlboro smokers
were indeed susceptible to the lure of Dakota. During this
same timeframe, an anonymous insider leaked information
about the brand to public health advocacy groups who alerted
the public.15 Dakota brand performed poorly in test market-
ing, leading to cancellation of the brand’s launch,39 though
we found no evidence that this was due to PM’s planned test
market interruptions, or to efforts by the public health
community.
PM’s own research on Marlboro indicates that women’s

images of Marlboro are consistent with men’s, and these
images are also consistent with the intended images for
Dakota: ‘‘independent, popular/every day person…Smoking a
‘man’s brand’ says she’s a ‘real woman…Doesn’t need the

Figure 1 Advertisement for Dakota cigarettes. Source: The Richard W.
Pollay 20th Century Tobacco Advertising Collection. http://
roswell.tobaccodocuments.org/pollay/images/
Dako01.07_display.jpg.
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‘crutch’ of feminine badge.’’40 In PM focus groups, the
Virginia Slims smoker, in contrast, was characterised by
women participants as ‘‘prissy’’, ‘‘stylish’’, and ‘‘status
conscious’’, compared to women who smoked Marlboro,
who were seen as ‘‘adventurous’’, ‘‘casual’’, and ‘‘outgoing.’’25

In other words, both tobacco companies recognised the
importance of capturing the ‘‘virile’’ female, but also
discovered that she did not necessarily desire a ‘‘feminine’’
brand.25 37

PM continued into the 1990s to recognise the importance
of reaching working class women smokers, as evidenced in
this statement:

Smoking will continue to be skewed more heavily toward
the less educated… Smoking among females has
increased among those who have not graduated from
high school and remained about the same among high
school graduates. As with males, it has declined sharply
among females who have been to college… These
changing profiles, coupled with an aging population,
may have particular impact on PM-USA, whose demo-
graphic profile is skewed to younger, better educated, and
high income smokers.34

DISCUSSION
A basic premise of business sales is to try to sell more of
product to those who are already buying it.41 Epidemiologic
data on smoking prevalence indicates that those who are
already consuming cigarettes are more likely to be socially
disadvantaged.7 8 15 42 Thus, although this is the first peer
reviewed report of evidence from tobacco companies’ own
internal documents that they have heavily targeted the
socially disadvantaged, including working class young
women, the findings should not surprise tobacco control
advocates and researchers. Other reports have documented
industry behaviour regarding advertising and promotions to
women.15 18 43 This study complements those by detailing how
purposefully PM and RJR targeted working class women.
The value of the findings rests in our ability to use them to

assess and challenge current approaches in light of this
evidence, and to identify potential new directions for research
and practice. That is, how can the tobacco control community
use this information to stem growing class based disparities,
and particularly, how should we shape tobacco control efforts
for working class young women. We discuss the implications
of our findings with respect to counter-advertising messages,
venues for tobacco control activities, and tobacco control
policies.

Counter-advertising messages
Over the last century, the tobacco industry has made various
types of appeals to women, including touting cigarettes as a
way to curb hunger and achieve thinness, as ‘‘torches of
freedom’’ symbolising emancipation from male domination,
and as vehicles for attracting men.18 43 Our report adds to the
literature on this topic by revealing that the tobacco
industry’s own internal research indicates that the majority
of young women who are likely to smoke respond to gender
neutral or ‘‘masculine’’ imagery, as opposed to overtly
‘‘feminine’’ imagery. The two largest US cigarette manufac-
turers targeted young women of lower socioeconomic
position in the USA during the 1980s and into the early
1990s by using male imagery that appeals to the ‘‘virile’’ and
‘‘maverick’’ young woman who ‘‘primarily exhibits tradi-
tionally ‘masculine’ character traits… independent, street-
wise, somewhat tough, yet approachable’’.

These findings raise questions, then, about how tobacco
control messages for young working class women in the USA
ought to be crafted. Is it necessary or even desirable to use
messages that are overtly feminine or that appeal to concerns
that are specific to women? Will appeals to these women as
wives and mothers be effective? Graham’s study of poor
white women in the UK with caregiving responsibilities
found that smoking is an important way in which they cope
with their exhaustion, stress, and social isolation.44 45 In a
focus group study of girls aged 13–18 years from a diverse
range of socioeconomic backgrounds, Banwell and Young46

discovered ways in which young women use smoking to
establish their social identity; those who smoked were
described by non-smokers as ‘‘tough’’, ‘‘cool’’, ‘‘sexy’’, and
‘‘tarty’’. These research findings, along with the tobacco
industry’s assessment of the image needs that are met
through cigarette brand choice, suggest that additional
research is needed to understand the perceived benefits that
working class women derive from smoking. These findings
may, in turn, suggest counter-advertising messages that
should be tested for effectiveness in rigorous studies
involving working class young women. Messages that
reinforce women’s value in their traditional roles (wives,
mothers, caregivers) may well not appeal to a demographic
that prefers to see itself as independent and a little rebellious.

Venues for tobacco control activities
We reported that in efforts to attract young working class
women to smoking, the tobacco industry seeks to blend into
their natural social environments, a finding supported by
Ling and colleagues.14 Others have reported increased tobacco
industry promotions targeting young adults, including bar
and nightclub promotions.13 14 47 48 Taken together, these
findings suggest that the tobacco control community should
also be active in working class venues, for example, by
promoting smoke free bars and nightclubs or by partnering
with working class organisations to promote use of cessation
services. Several labour unions in the USA have begun to
offer smoking cessation programmes for their members49;
tobacco control organisations could help to expand these
efforts, even just by reaching out to unions to provide
information on existing and free or low cost cessation
resources. In worksite based smoking cessation efforts,
emphasis should be placed on reaching workers who are in
lower status jobs and thus more likely to smoke,50 such as
manufacturing, construction, and service workers. Others in
the USA have reported on interventions for low income
women through health clinics, and Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC) nutrition programmes.15 In the UK, where
attention has been called to health inequalities associated
with smoking,51 funds have been allocated toward helping
working class women quit smoking.52

In light of our findings, we question the growing number
of efforts nationwide to reduce smoking through college
campus initiatives, and whether some of these resources
ought not be diverted to reach non-college bound young
adults. The increase in college campus based tobacco control
initiatives may be spurred, in part, by reports of increased
tobacco use among college students. Wechsler and collea-
gues53 reported a 6% increase (22.3% to 28.5%) in 30 day
smoking prevalence among a nationally representative
sample of students attending four year colleges between
1993 and 1997.53 A more recent report, however, based on
1997–99 data, indicated that smoking rates among this
population remained unchanged, though students were
using other forms of tobacco.54 Responding to trends in
tobacco use among college students through campus based
initiatives is important, but will only reach a small proportion
of young adults and will not reach those at greatest risk of
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continuing to smoke into later adulthood. The prevalence of
current smoking (defined as smoking every day or some
days) among 18–24 year old women who do not graduate
from a four year college remains alarmingly high in
comparison to graduates. Smoking prevalence is 44% among
young women who earn a high school equivalency degree
(GED), compared to 12% among female college graduates.7

Furthermore, in addition to being a lower risk group, college
students represent a minority of young adults. Three quarters
of the US population have not graduated from a four year
college.55 Therefore, college campus initiatives play an
important and yet decidedly limited role in stemming tobacco
use among young women, particularly working class young
women. Because young women attending four year colleges
are least likely to smoke into later adulthood, we recommend
that organisations that wish to focus tobacco control
resources toward college campuses do so with community
colleges.

Tobacco control policies
The direction for tobacco control suggested by this paper
reinforces the recommendations of three landmark reports on
women and smoking,15 56 57 which called for gender sensitive
approaches to tobacco control policy, some of which
emphasise the importance of social class. Such policies
include, for example, government allocation of sufficient
funds for programmes that reach poor women and girls,57

pursuit of research to understand the differential impact of
tobacco control policies and intervention and their health
consequences on women (and others),15 58 protection of the
human rights of girls and women,57 and investment in
education for women and girls as a way to develop skills and
improve capacity to fight against tobacco.57 Graham has also
argued for investment in education and policies to raise the
living standards of young women as avenues for improve-
ments in overall health status and in reducing social
inequalities in smoking prevalence.3 59

A potential limitation of the study is that we may not have
discovered all tobacco industry documents related to our
research aim. Our search strategy was systematic and
rigorous, though it is conceivable that with over 36 million
pages of documents available, we may have overlooked some
relevant ones. This study addressed a subset of tobacco
industry marketing activities, namely product creation to
appeal to market segments, product positioning in relation to
other brands, and to a lesser extent, advertising. We did not
address other strategies in the marketing mix such as pricing
and promotions. Our study was limited to an examination of
gender and class. We recognise that there are important racial
and ethnic issues in relation to smoking behaviour, and
further that class and race/ethnicity are intertwined, such
that people of colour are more often members of socially
disadvantaged classes. There have been recent reports in the
literature of tobacco industry marketing efforts aimed at

African Americans,36 60 and thus we felt it important to
address gender and class in its own report.
This study adds to the literature by revealing that the

tobacco industry views working class young adults, and
women in particular, as important markets, and how the
tobacco industry profiles and markets to these groups.
Considering the tobacco industry’s efforts, alongside the
persistent and growing disparities in cigarette smoking by
social class, and the narrowing of the gender gap in smoking,
we conclude that additional tobacco control resources ought
to be directed toward these at-risk groups.
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